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S Executive Summary

S.1 Background
The Interstate 5 (I-5) Lid Feasibility Study (LFS) was commissioned in February 2019 through the City of
Seattle’s Office of Planning and Community Development as part of the “community benefit
agreement” related to the expansion of the Washington State Convention Center (WSCC). The funds for
the LFS were awarded to the City of Seattle through the WSCC Community Package to explore the
feasibility of building a new lid (i.e., overbuild or cap) or lids across I-5, expanding from the existing lids
of Freeway Park and the WSCC. These funds were secured through the efforts of community members
who have been exploring and advancing the proposal to lid I-5 through downtown Seattle,
Washington.

The project is designed to understand the range of technical and financial feasibility of lidding the
freeway, and to look at opportunities for maximizing public benefits. The technical aspect of the study
identifies locations where the freeway could be spanned to support development, ranging from open
space or landscaping to high-rise structures. The financial aspect analyzes the feasibility related to a
range of benefits of lidding with considerations on the real estate market, funding and financing
options, construction and phasing, operations and maintenance (O&M) costs, as well as various
governance models.

This memorandum documents the approach, assumptions, and results of the economic and financial
analysis components of the LFS. Following the analysis to understand the technical feasibility of lidding
I-5,1 three test cases were developed to explore not only urban design considerations but also primarily
the financial and economic feasibilities of different hypothetical development programs on the lid. To
evaluate overall feasibility from economic and financial perspectives, the analysis considered several
factors:

¶ Lid capital and operating costs under three different development program test-case scenarios

¶ Real estate market conditions, including current supply, trends, and projections of demand for
multifamily residential, office, retail and hotel uses

¶ Potential value generated by vertical development based on an estimate of the amount a
developer or investor would be willing to pay for the rights to develop the programs (referred
to from here on out as residual land value) considered under each test-case scenario

¶ Economic and fiscal impacts of each test-case scenario, including temporary and permanent
jobs, economic activity, and generated state and local tax revenues

¶ Societal benefits stemming from several project benefits, including safety, travel-time
reduction, reduced emissions, seismic upgrades, and others

¶ Governance models and project delivery options under each test-case scenario, including the
roles of public and private stakeholders

1 Refer to the I-5 LFS Technical Feasibility Memorandum
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S.2 Key Takeaways

S.2.1 Project Costs

¶ The study estimates a capital cost range for the lid structure of $855 million to $2,863 million,2
reflecting estimates (from a technical perspective) for the most robust and the leanest lid
projects considered, as well as the applied cost contingency factors. Costs included in this study
should not be taken as absolute.

- Rough-order-of-magnitude construction cost estimates were adjusted using a 20- to
50-percent construction contingency allowance and risk factor. The study considers the
50-percent increase over hard construction costs to be the higher end of the cost range
(most conservative estimate), and the 20-percent contingency values as the lower end of
the cost range (least conservative estimate).

¶ The median construction costs for a lid capable of supporting open space loads was estimated
at $1,500/SF and $2,500/SF for a lid capable of supporting high-load levels (mid- and high-rise
vertical development). The structural requirements to bear higher loads from vertical
development results in significant increases in lid capital costs (over 50 percent compared to
open space loads). How these costs would be shared by public-private stakeholders or between
public agencies was not determined by this study and would require future exploration.

- Comparing the cost-per-square-foot of new lid area to pre-COVID-19 pandemic land
acquisition prices in the vicinity of the study site shows that development on a lid would be
on the higher end of land values for downtown Seattle (with cost-per-square-foot ranging
from $700 to $2,000 on terra firma).

¶ The I-5 lid project’s absolute estimated median construction cost of $2,100/SF is comparable to
other large overbuild and tunnel projects, including Hudson Yards in New York ($1,940/SF), the
Mt. Baker Tunnel in Seattle ($2,240/SF), and the SR 99 Replacement Tunnel in Seattle
($2,500/SF).

¶ When considering the test-case analysis, the total cost of the I-5 lid project ranges from an
average of $2,230 per square-foot for Test Case 1 (The Park Lid) to $3,952 per square-foot for
Test Case 2 (Maximum Private Investment). Test cases further explored the range of financial
feasibility of a lid, with consideration of varying load levels, mix of uses, and policy
assumptions; costs are presented as full project costs as expressed by capital costs (i.e., the
combination of both hard and soft costs for the lid project).

¶ Regarding test-case results, infrastructure capital costs for the full buildout of a lid structure is
$966 million for low-end Test Case 1 (The Park Lid) and $2,298 million3 for high-end Test Case 2
(Maximum Private Investment).

S.2.2 Financial Feasibility

¶ The test-case analysis assumes revenue generation from vertical development, where private
investment could be feasible. However, while residual land value in Test Cases 2 and 3 could
contribute to capital costs or ongoing maintenance costs, it probably would not fully offset the

2 These values are absent of right-of-way costs, federal and state asset replacement, or vertical development costs, but include
other variable costs. All estimates are normalized and estimated in 2019 USD.
3 This capital cost of a lid for Test Case 2 assumes all ramps would remain. The exercise that evaluates the removal of Olive
Way ramps for Test Case 2 resulted in a higher capital cost of $2,520 million but also higher revenue-generation potential.
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capital and maintenance costs associated with the lid. Other funding sources would be
required.

¶ Test Case 1 (The Park Lid) does not include revenue-generating uses on the lid or the impact of
open space on lid areas on the value of surrounding properties. However, this test case has the
lowest annual funding gap compared to the rest of the test cases explored.

¶ This analysis does not specify annual air-rights lease payments to the State Motor Vehicle Fund,
though it is understood that these may be required by Washington State Department of
Transportation (WSDOT) in any future lid development scenario.

¶ Residual land value in Test Cases 2 and 3 is highly sensitive to assumptions regarding lid
construction phasing, ramp removal, affordable and middle-income housing requirements, and
parking requirements.

- Ramp Removal. Removing the Olive Way on- and off-ramps would increase capital costs by
10 percent in Test Case 2 and 13 percent in Test Case 3—while significantly increasing
vertical development capacity and pedestrian connectivity across I-5—and would reduce
noise and emissions associated with vehicles on I-5. While ramp removal would add to
overall benefits, it would also likely add risk in the form of project delay for Interchange
Justification Reports, in addition to any potentially adverse impacts to traffic patterns and
congestion in the surrounding area that could offset some of the noise and emission
reduction benefit from covering I-5. Future transportation network studies would be
necessary to determine the impacts on the project of any ramp modification.

- Affordable Housing. Strictly from the perspective of lid capital costs and real estate
development return, affordable housing tends to reduce the residual land value as a result
of substituting revenue-generating uses on the lid. Although Test Case 3 shows a lower
return on cost due to a higher amount of affordable housing delivered on-site, the overall
incremental funding requirements would be lower due to the reduction in structural capital
costs. Increased affordable housing could also provide access to other funding sources for
both capital revenue contributions and ongoing operating and maintenance that are not
available to market-rate developments.

- Parking Requirements. As technology continues to disrupt the transportation sector (i.e.,
through ridesharing, connected and autonomous vehicles, etc.), it is unclear what sort of
demand would exist for parking in downtown by the time a lid is built. For the purpose of
this analysis, the study’s base parking case assumed current demand for parking, and that
10 percent of the total amount of parking required to support vertical development would
be provided on the lid and 90 percent would be provided off-site. Analysis also considered
a reduced parking scenario, which would increase the resulting residual land value, because
the costs associated with building parking and acquiring land for off-site parking would be
alleviated. If reduced parking requirements are justifiable in the future in regard to both
policy and market conditions, residual land values would increase accordingly, thus
increasing overall financial feasibility of development scenarios.

¶ Not including debt service, Test Case 2 would generate an annual operating surplus because as
the estimated residual land value associated with vertical development would be greater than
annual O&M and periodic repair and replacement costs for the lid structure and park. Analyzed
by lid area, Area 4 achieved an annual operating surplus in both Test Cases 2 and 3.

¶ The financial evaluation results for all the test cases is highly sensitive to assumptions on debt
capacity and interest rates attributed to issued debt. A conservative approach was taken in
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assuming all capital costs would be financed through a combination of federal financing
programs and municipal debt at interest rates consistent with historical averages and not
reflecting current low rates during the COVID-19 pandemic.

¶ The financial findings of this study are consistent with other large lid projects in urban areas in
that revenue-generation opportunities cover only part of the overall lid capital and operating
costs. The few exceptions are where the cost of constructing the lid structure is lower due to
the physical location of a structure in a flat area and the high surrounding property values. Such
examples exist at Hudson Yards in New York City, Capitol Crossing in Washington, D.C., and
Fenway Center in Boston.

S.2.3 Economic and Societal Benefits

¶ The study confirms that with each test case, there would be significant direct and indirect
economic opportunities with constructing a lid that would reconnect downtown Seattle. A lid
project could tentatively support 5,000 to 13,000 direct, indirect, and induced jobs over
10 years from construction alone and would revitalize the economy with up to $3.1 billion in
annual economic activity.4

¶ The project would also provide additional opportunity to coordinate with WSDOT to both
preserve and mitigate the impacts of aging highway infrastructure as part of the lid project.

¶ To fully inform future decision-making on a lid project, an alternatives analysis could be
conducted to identify the project’s full societal benefits in relation to costs. Still, the economic
feasibility assessment reveals that the robust fiscal and economic benefits of a lid would be
worthy of consideration over the significant funding challenges. For example, although Test
Case 2 appears to have the largest funding gap and potentially would be least aligned with the
guiding principles of this study, it would also yield the highest economic and fiscal benefits. In
fact, when considering annual gross fiscal revenue, it would exceed the annual funding gap to
build a lid by $42 million to $60 million every year during the lid’s operating phase.

¶ Evaluation of the project test cases within the context of phasing and lid area construction
impacts identifies opportunities to prioritize sections that provide the greatest economic and
social benefits. This study did not perform an evaluation that considered a “mix and match”
approach; test cases developed for this study served as a useful precedent to inform a future
analysis of the amalgamation of different development options per lid area.

S.2.4 Governance and Project Delivery

¶ Project delivery is assumed to be the decision of the asset owner, WSDOT, with indications
from the Federal Highway Administration that private-revenue generation over a highway
facility is permissible as long as all safety and access considerations have been evaluated and
met to the degree required by WSDOT.

¶ There is precedent for partnerships between WSDOT and various municipalities on the O&M of
public spaces over existing highway infrastructure as well as private development of revenue-
generating assets—as was the case with the Seattle Municipal Tower, which was developed by
a private entity and sold to the city—and continued partnerships with the WSCC on their assets
over I-5 through downtown Seattle.

4 In comparison, the Waterfront Seattle project is anticipated to result in ongoing economic impact of $288 million with 2,385
permanent jobs (HR&A Advisors, 2019) and the Terminal 5 improvements by the Port of Seattle will lead to an estimated $2
billion in direct business output and 6,000 jobs (Northwest Seaport Alliance, 2019).
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¶ The private and public-private models are best able to harness private financing; that said,
private development was not assumed to be sufficient to cover all project costs. Moreover, this
study did not determine the air-rights-lease payment to the State Motor Vehicle Fund, which
would depend on the resulting valuation to be requested by WSDOT at the time the project is
evaluated by the asset owner, and could affect a developer’s appetite for a lid project.

¶ In all test cases, there was sufficient legal authority to execute public, private, or public-private
models. However, there is an ever-present risk that authority could be challenged in court or
whether the complexity of the legal agreement necessitates more public agency involvement.

¶ The public governance model was considered “conventional,” so there would be greater
stakeholder comfort and institutional knowledge to execute a model like this.

¶ The public-private model shows the most promise across these decision factors. However, the
State of Washington lacks a local precedent and a model of this nature could require intensive
oversight from the public sector.

S.2.5 Funding and Financing Considerations

¶ Revenue generation from vertical development would be feasible but would not completely
cover both capital and ongoing O&M costs of a lid. Other funding and financing mechanisms
would be needed, and all funding and financing options should uphold the public’s interest.

¶ Although it is far too soon to define the funding sources and financing approach for the lid’s
capital costs, the magnitude and complexity of the project would require multiple municipal,
county, regional, state, and federal sources and could also rely on philanthropic or private-
sector contributions above and beyond direct investments in lid assets.

¶ The analysis assumed that 100 percent of capital costs would be financed, with no initial
federal, state, or local funding sources. This was a conservative assumption and resulted in a
high amount of forecast annual debt service, ranging from $51 million per year in Test Case 1 to
$132 million per year in Test Case 2 (with the removal of Olive Way ramps).

¶ The next phase of planning would help to further refine cost estimates and funding and
financing opportunities.

¶ In coordination with WSDOT, an evaluation of I-5 through a master planning effort could
identify clear opportunities to mitigate or reduce the cost of upgrading and/or replacing
existing aging assets along the corridor while lowering the potential cost of lid construction and
improving I-5 operations. It could also provide a better understanding of the operational and
environmental opportunities—and cost impacts—from potential changes to travel behavior
related to trip generation for lid uses, improvements in urban mobility, and potential changes
to I-5 on- and off-ramps and the surrounding downtown street network.

¶ Further quantitative analysis could help to support the inclusion of I-5 lid design and
construction costs in upcoming local, regional, and state long-term funding ballot measures.
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1. Introduction
The Interstate 5 (I-5) Lid Feasibility Study (LFS) identifies key considerations to inform future planning
and decision-making regarding the concept to lid I-5 through downtown Seattle, Washington. The study
was designed to understand the range of technical and financial feasibility of lidding the freeway, and to
look at opportunities for maximizing public benefits. The study site runs along a 0.8-mile sunken portion
of I-5 from Madison Street (south end) to Denny Way (north end) (Figure 1-1). The technical aspect of
the study identifies locations of the study site where the freeway could be spanned to support
development, ranging from open space to high-rise structures. Three theoretical development test cases
were assessed to explore the range of cost, benefits, and outcomes of various levels of development
intensity, and a mix of public and/or private uses. The economic and financial assessment analyzed the
feasibility related to the benefits of lidding I-5 with considerations about the real estate market,
operations and maintenance costs, construction and phasing, funding and financing options, as well as
various governance models.

Figure 1-1. Study Site

Aerial view of study site; north-facing view of I-5 from Madison Street overpass.

The study is preliminary and pre-dates any planning, program definition, broader public engagement,
and design. The scope of this study did not include developing an alternatives analysis, and thus the
study does not present any recommendations or preferred alternatives. The study provides the City of
Seattle, partner agencies, and project stakeholders with credible technical information and resources to
assess the range of technical and financial feasibilities of the lid concept and serves as a tool set that can
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be used to inform future phases of work. The I-5 LFS is an important milestone in exploring the long-
range vision and priorities to shape the future of downtown Seattle, as well as to inform how to plan
and approach the preservation and upgrade of critical transportation infrastructure in the Puget Sound
region and beyond.

2. Background and Overview
The City of Seattle commissioned the I-5 LFS in February 2019 as part of the “community benefit
agreement” related to the expansion of the Washington State Convention Center (WSCC). The Seattle
City Council approved the funds for the I-5 LFS as part of the benefit agreement to explore the feasibility
of building a new lid or lids across I-5, expanding from the existing lids of Freeway Park and the WSCC.
These funds were secured largely through the efforts of community members who have been exploring
and advancing the proposal to lid (i.e., overbuild, deck or cap) I-5 through downtown Seattle,
Washington. Seattle’s Office of Planning and Community Development served as project manager and
convener, with active participation throughout the process from key departmental partners (Seattle
Department of Transportation, Seattle Parks and Recreation, Seattle Office of Housing and Seattle
Department of Neighborhoods) as well as the asset owner, the Washington State Department of
Transportation (WSDOT).

The I-5 LFS identifies key engineering, economic, urban design and public policy considerations—
integrated into a single systematic assessment—to inform future decision-making regarding the concept
of lidding I-5 through downtown Seattle.

The I-5 LFS has two overarching goals:
1) Explore the range of feasibility, both technically and financially.
2) Develop a framework to maximize benefits for all.

Following the analysis to understand the technical feasibility of lidding I-5,5 three test cases were
developed to explore not only urban design considerations, but also primarily the financial and
economic feasibility of different hypothetical development programs on the lid. Although complex
constraints narrow the range of options, the three test cases presented in this study are by no means
the only potential scenarios. It is important to note that the study did not perform a detailed
alternatives analysis or a broad-based public outreach and engagement process, so a preferred
alternative was not identified as part of the scope of work. All test cases were guided by key
assumptions and parameters established by the City of Seattle and informed by the Study Community
through an iterative process. The objective was to test the creation of a lid that could integrate with the
surrounding urban context and generate a range of public and economic benefits for Seattle, while
preserving the operation and capacity of I-5, one of the region’s most critical transportation corridors.
The analysis and resulting assessment provide a resource to inform future planning and decision-
making.

Several factors that are in flux influence the feasibility of lidding I-5. The expectation of an I-5 System
Master Plan, along with other regional and local planning efforts and updates, requires consideration of
a potential lid over I-5 to preserve project feasibility. This study’s findings can aid the initial coordination
necessary between multiple, related entities for a future lid over I-5 through downtown Seattle.

5 See the I-5 LFS Technical Feasibility Memorandum
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2.1 Defining Feasibility
A goal of this study was to identify a set of criteria to frame feasible development of a lid from the
perspectives of engineering, economics, and urban design. For the purposes of this study, feasibility was
defined as follows:

¶ Engineering — Constructability over I-5 and structural considerations: a conceptual
structural system for lids capable of supporting various load levels of development above a
complex, active freeway that do not reduce capacity on I-5 and that minimize the impact on
freeway operations.

¶ Economics — Market demand and real estate development parameters: economic and
financial performance of a lid that creates value from various approaches to public and private
development, as well as maintenance of the lid assets. Consideration of the balance of lid
development strategies that minimize costs and maximize economic and public benefits for
surrounding downtown neighborhoods, the City of Seattle, and the greater state and regional
economy.

¶ Urban Design – Place-based considerations of surrounding communities: a framework
that complements the existing adjacent neighborhoods, creates important connections and
allows a range of uses from open space to mixed-use development. Development is compatible
with the urban context and advances policy goals, as defined by the study’s Guiding Principles
and Value Proposition.

It is important to note that the I-5 lid, if implemented, would be the largest and most complex lid project
in the Pacific Northwest, in terms of scale, site complexity (topography, the surrounding dense urban
setting, and freeway operations), and the ambitious mix of public and private uses explored in this
study. For the purpose of this study, feasibility is agnostic of any sociopolitical valuations. Such
definitions would require further detailed study beyond the level performed as part of this exercise.

2.2 Basis of Economic and Financial Analysis
The economic and financial feasibility assessment answered the question “how might test cases
perform?” and surfaced key considerations relative to project delivery, policy assumptions, governance
models, and funding and financing mechanism for the lid concept. This memorandum sheds light on the
economic and financial performance of a lid that would create value from various approaches to public
and private developments, as well as maintenance of the lid assets. This memorandum also helps
evaluate lid development strategies to minimize costs and maximize economic and public benefits for
surrounding downtown neighborhoods, the City of Seattle, and the greater state and regional economy.

The I-5 LFS Technical Feasibility Memorandum established cost bookends for the lid project established
as potential rough-order-of-magnitude lid construction and capital cost ranges (estimated in 2019 USD),
capital costs include the costs attributed to planning, design, and other costs attributed to delivering the
lid project. The resulting analysis presents $855 million at the low-end to $2,863 million at the high-end
capital cost range.6 Through the development of test cases and evaluation of land uses as a result of the
technical and urban analysis, the rough-order-of-magnitude (ROM) bookends were further refined as
part of the test-case analysis to develop construction and capital costs for the economic and financial
analysis.7

6 These values are absent of right-of-way costs, federal and state asset replacement, or vertical development costs, but include
other variable costs.
7 See the I-5 LFS Test Case Memorandum



Economic and Financial Feasibility Memorandum

I-5 Lid Feasibility Study | Page 2-9

2.3 Key Study Assumptions
¶ The study does not make any conclusions or recommendations regarding the future of the

existing I-5 highway corridor and considers the existing conditions of the roadway facility and
related assets through downtown Seattle as a “no-build” baseline.

- Existing I-5 structures were not assessed for deficiencies; Puget Sound Regional Council’s
2018 State Facilities Action Plan (Puget Sound Regional Council (PSRC), 2018) was the basis
for the I-5 asset analysis.

- Although existing I-5 structures were not assessed, corridor assets would be subject to
major repair and rehabilitation within the timeline of the assumed construction of the lid.
The specific investments, timeline, and extent to rehabilitation or replacement of the
existing assets was not determined and could be covered under future studies on I-5 by
WSDOT  (WSDOT and City of Seattle, 2019).

¶ The study used concept-level structural design suitable for establishing ROM cost estimates.

- Lid geometrical layouts were developed solely for exploring the opportunities, constraints,
and technical questions that would need to be examined in more detail in future phases of
analysis.

¶ The study assessed only structural modifications to the existing lids at Freeway Park and the
WSCC necessary for potential edge integration with a future lid.

¶ The study assumed buildings could be integrated with the lid structural framing up through mid-
rise load levels; vertical development costs assumed no significant underground improvements.
High-rise loadings were assumed to be supported on terra firma using standard assumptions on
property development costs.

- Although absent from the estimate, determining vertical development costs to frame the lid
structure could provide some efficiencies. The lid and mid- or high-rise buildings—calculated
independently for the financial analysis—could share a common foundation system to lower
costs.

¶ Development program test cases examined only the range of feasibility and does not define the
final program of the lid, land use, or zoning.

¶ None of the test cases represented an actual or recommended site design or development
proposal; the study does not present a preferred alternative.

¶ The study does not address traffic and utility impacts (temporary or permanent).

¶ The financial and economic assessment reported all values in 2019 USD and did not incorporate
any 2020 impacts from the COVID-19 pandemic or associated socioeconomic impact or
deflationary pressures.

¶ The only source of direct revenue generation analyzed was vertical development on the lid,
expressed as residual land value.8 Other potential revenue sources were not considered but
could exist.

¶ The analysis did not consider the cost of, or sources of funding for, an assumed air-rights lease
payment to the State Motor Vehicle Fund.9

8 This assumption responds to the City of Seattle’s guiding questions for Test Case definitions.
9 This cost could be reduced or removed based on future discussions with the asset owner and consideration of legal
requirements.
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¶ The timeframe considered for the analysis was 2035, which was consistent with the horizon of
planning projections in city and regional planning models and policies at the time the study was
developed. The financial analysis assumed that the first lid area construction would commence
in 2030 and would be completed in 2035.

¶ The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly affected socioeconomic market conditions and the
commercial and residential property sectors since the analysis was developed. The evaluation
provided in the economic and financial analysis of this study was based on pre-COVID-19 market
conditions but was developed based on historical trends that capture multiple full economic
cycles. As stated in the key study assumptions—and for the purposes of this study—by the time
the lid is assumed to start construction in 2030, it is anticipated that the Seattle market would
have gone through one or more full economic and development cycles, thus capturing those
long-range economic trends in the study design.

3. Existing Conditions and Context
Creating new land over portions of the study site in downtown Seattle requires consideration of the
potential effects on the existing conditions and an understanding of the urban context surrounding the
project area. The assessment included the potential effects of the project on adjacent neighborhoods,
transportation and utility infrastructure, and real estate market conditions. On-site constraints, which
included structural features and I-5 operations, were also considered. A multi-scale analysis and policy
context was further memorialized in the Interstate 5 (I-5) Lid Feasibility Study (LFS) Existing Conditions
and Context Memorandum.

Figure 3-1. Aerial View of the Study Site

Aerial view of I-5 through the study site from Denny Way (north) to Madison Street (south). The urban form west of
I-5 is characterized by high-rise buildings, while east of I-5 buildings are low- to mid-rise buildings, with shorter
urban blocks.

The I-5 LFS focuses on a study site that extends 0.8-mile from Madison Street at its south end to Denny
Way at the north (Figure 1-1). Key features of the study site include the following:

¶ The study site is nine times the size of CenturyLink Field and about six times the size of Cal
Anderson Park, which is comparable in scale to the Seattle Waterfront from Pioneer Square to
Belltown.
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¶ Mainline I-5 east-to-west has a width ranging from 160 to 218 feet, with an average freeway
width of 175 feet along the 0.8-mile stretch; a total of 11.5 lane-miles run through the site.

¶ The land within the study site is primarily WSDOT right-of-way. WSDOT owns the highway
facility with the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) providing oversight because I-5 is part
of the federal system and receives federal funds. WSDOT has the authority to enact an air-rights
lease agreement, or other similar right-of-way use agreement, and FHWA must confirm that any
use of highway air rights would not conflict with the safety or performance of the facility
(WSDOT, 2018).

- Freeway Park, portions of the Washington State Convention Center, and the Seattle
Municipal Tower were constructed above WSDOT right-of-way.

- Sound Transit owns property within the study site currently planned as a transit-oriented
development site.

- The City of Seattle manages the surface street network and Freeway Park.

Figure 3-2. Land Use and Land Ownership in the Study Site

Land within the study site is primarily WSDOT right-of-way. For the purpose of the I-5 LFS, privately owned parcels
were not considered for the structural assessment of a lid. Structural systems rely on having foundations built on
terra firma (i.e., dry land or ground). This figure shows sections within the study site that allow building a lid over
terra firma (red hash) and areas that would be feasible to lid over I-5 that are not over terra firma (purple hash)—
in WSDOT right-of-way.
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3.1 Demographics
A potential lid in downtown Seattle should provide for the needs of Seattle’s future residents. Although
housing policies, market conditions, and acute disruptions will play a significant role in shaping this
community in the years to come, understanding
historical and current demographic trends can help
inform the feasibility and recommendations for
future phases of exploration for a lid, to create
equitable benefits and access to opportunity for
future generations.
To understand the demographics of the study
context, the I-5 LFS examined data for Seattle and
the communities surrounding the study site within a
15-minute walkshed (i.e., the study area), from the
American Community Survey 2017 5-year Estimates
(American Community Survey (ACS), 2018) and the
2019 Downtown Demographics prepared by the
Downtown Seattle Association (DSA) (DSA, 2020).10

Population
¶ In 2019, approximately 747,000 residents

lived in Seattle, with 88,000 people living downtown (DSA, 2020).

- Since 2010, downtown population has increased 47 percent (Esri, 2019).11

- While citywide population has increased by 22 percent,11 in Greater Downtown, an
estimated 15 percent of Seattle’s residents and half of Seattle’s employees lived and worked
alongside many visitors on just 5 percent of the city’s land area (SDOT, 2019).

- In the same period, the percentage of Black residents fell to 6.8 percent, below 7 percent for
the first time since the 1960s. By contrast, the Black population in King County outside of
Seattle increased by almost 50 percent (Balk, 2020).12

- Children were the fastest-growing demographic, with nearly 4,850 children living in
downtown. School-aged children (ages 5—17) increased downtown by 133 percent since
2010 (Esri, 2019).

¶ In 2017, 40,000 people lived within the 15-minute walkshed of the lid study site (ACS, 2018).

- Within the 15-minute walkshed, the population was primarily young, single adults, with 25-
to 34-year-olds comprising the largest age group in the study area (37.4 percent) (ACS,
2018).

- People within the 15-minute walkshed reported race and ethnic identities similar to those
reported citywide. Approximately 36 percent of people in both areas were people of color
(ACS, 2018).

10 The year of statistical data and the definition of the downtown boundary varies by source. The Downtown Seattle
Association’s boundary of analysis has the broadest definition by including South of Downtown (SODO) on its south end and
establishing its eastern boundary at Broadway. The Imagine Greater Downtown initiative defines Greater Downtown with
similar boundaries but does not consider SODO.
11 Data sourced from Esri Community Analyst is based on 2010–2019 data, derived from the U.S. Census Bureau. Boundaries of
analysis correspond to Downtown Seattle Association’s downtown definition (DSA, 2020).
12 Source article is based on 2014–2018 U.S. Census Bureau data.

Demographics in Historical Context

Current demographics tell only a part of Seattle’s
story. The exclusion of Native people from Seattle,
redlining, racially restrictive covenants and
exclusionary lending drew physical and economic
boundaries to keep people of color out of certain
neighborhoods with lasting impacts today (UW,
2004)Error! Reference source not found.. In the
1960s, the creation of I-5 through downtown created
displacement that significantly changed the
communities in and around the study area. While
not in the scope of this feasibility study,
understanding how history has shaped and fueled
Seattle’s economic health and other disparities is
essential in further exploration of a lid.
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Figure 3-3. Race and Ethnicity in the Study Area and Seattle

Source: Data sourced from American Community Survey 2017 5-Year Estimates (ACS, 2018)

Figure 3-4. Historical Redlining Map in Relation to the Study Site

Source: 1936 Home Owners' Loan Corporation "Residential Security" map for Seattle. (Nelson, n.d.).

Households
¶ Downtown has a significantly higher percentage of rental housing than Seattle as a whole(Figure

3-5). Renter-occupied housing makes up 82 percent of downtown’s 56,000 housing units. By
comparison, 56 percent of the more than 338,000 housing units in Seattle are renter-occupied
(Esri, 2019).
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